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Abstract 
The aim of this study is to find out the perceptions of instructors about the factors that affect the speaking performance of 
students during the exam. This study took place in Eastern Mediterranean University (EMU). The participants were the full-time 
instructors at the English Preparatory School (EPS) during the 2008-2009 Academic Year Spring Semester. A questionnaire was 
prepared and was given to full-time EPS instructors. The collected data was analyzed. As a result, it was found out that the 
instructors believed that students’ familiarity to the task types and some of attitudinal differences of them could affect their exam 
results.
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1. Introduction  
Speaking is an important and difficult skill that is one of the main components of the language learning process, 
so it becomes one of the hardest objects of assessment of students’ level of language proficiency. Luoma (2004) 
emphasized that assessing speaking is not an easy task as teachers assess candidates’ oral performance in many 
ways and they are expected to have a good command of the language as well as appropriate, fluent and well-justified 
responses during the assessment of oral performance.  
As instructors often evaluate the oral performance of their students, they should be aware of various factors such 
as students’ personal and attitudinal factors, the tester’s own characteristics, different types of tasks, attitudinal and 
personal differences of candidates, etc. – that affect the speaking performance of students. These factors are not 
merely related to language or students’ speaking ability; there might be some internal and external factors as well. 
Therefore, instructors’ perceptions of the factors that affect students’ speaking performance are very important since 
they are the testers of students in speaking exams.  
Heaton (2006) mentioned that test examiners have to consider many aspects based on a limited-time- 
performance and while doing this, they have to achieve subjectivity as well. During the exam, the examiners focus 
on both the assessment and being fair and subjective (Underhill, 1993); and the candidates have to understand the 
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tasks and respond to them appropriately as well as accurately and fluently, which can be quite stressful even without 
the time limitations (Bygate, 1995).   
The candidates are assessed in terms of their personality as well as their oral proficiency in a way since the 
success is measured by concentrating on the completion of tasks that has to be achieved using the strategies they 
have rather than their linguistic competency only (Heaton, 2006); therefore, it is assumed that peer differences affect 
the oral performance of language proficiency during the assessment of a speaking skill.  On the other hand, as 
Luoma (2004) pointed out, the objective of the oral assessment and the means to achieve it should be considered 
very carefully as they may completely change the tasks and affect the performances and assessment greatly. The 
tasks designed to be used during the oral assessment should also be based on what has been taught in order to have a 
positive backwash effect and, if possible, the assessment should shape the future teaching rather than a bad influence 
on teaching (Hughes, 2003). Therefore, all these aspects need to be considered very carefully and tasks need to be 
designed accordingly in order for the assessment to serve its purpose (Fulcher, 2003). 
1.1 Aim of the research 
For the reasons mentioned above, the aim of this study is to find out the perceptions of instructors about the 
factors that affect the speaking performance of students during the exam.  
2. Method 
2.1. Design of the research 
This study adopted a quantitative research method.  
2.1.1. Sampling 
The data was collected from full-time instructors of English Preparatory School (EPS) at Eastern Mediterranean 
University during the 2008-2009 Academic Year Spring Semester. Out of 147, 120 instructors responded to the 
questionnaire. Ninety-three of them were female and 24 of them were male. Three respondents preferred not to 
answer the gender section of the questionnaire. Out of 120 instructors, 87 of them are non-native and 30 of them are 
native. Three respondents didn’t answer this question. The experiences of the instructors varied from 4 to 25.  
2.1.2. Data Collection Instrument 
The questionnaire questions were prepared by the researchers. While preparing the questionnaire, the researchers 
tried to categorize the questions considering the areas which can affect students’ oral performances. As a result of 
personal experiences during the speaking tests and also the searching of related literature, the researchers decided to 
categorize the items into five different factors. These factors are attitudinal, personal differences, peers, test givers 
and tasks.
The questionnaire consists of 2 sections. In the first section the participants were asked to answer the items about 
their years of experience, gender and whether they are native or non-native. In the second section there are 27 
statements and the participants were asked to respond to the statements as a) strongly disagree, b) disagree c) neutral 
d) agree and e) strongly agree and coded their answers onto the optic answer sheet form. Out of 27 statements; 7 
statements are about how the instructors perceive the attitudes of the students towards the speaking test, (1, 4, 10, 
14, 15, 17, and 19). Four statements are for finding out how the peer affects the performance of the test taker, (6, 7, 
9 and 20).  Four of the statements aimed to find out the effect of personal differences on the results of the speaking 
test, (2, 16, 18 and 21).  There are 6 statements to find out how instructors perceive the effect of tasks on the 
performance of the test takers, (5, 11, 12, 22, 24, and 27).  Finally, there are 6 statements to analyze the perception 
of the instructors how test givers (interlocutors and assessors) affect the results of the test takers, (3, 8, 13, 23, 25, 
and 26). 
2.1.3. Data Analysis 
The researchers have produced as many statements as they could separately for each factor that they have decided 
in advance. Then, they came together and have chosen the ones that they thought were the most appropriate for the 
situation. As all the researchers are non-native speakers of English, one of the native speaker colleagues was asked 
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to proof read the statements. When the questionnaire was ready, the participants were reached one by one. The aim 
of the study was explained to them clearly and they were asked to blacken the most suitable choices onto to the optic 
answer sheet provided by the researchers. The researchers aimed to reach as many people as possible. Therefore, at 
the end of a two-day time period, they managed to reach more than 80% of the school population. After the data was 
collected, the optics were processed by the computer person of the school and then the results were analyzed by 
SPSS 16. 
3. Results 
3.1.1. The Attitudinal Differences 
There are questions aimed to find out instructors’ perceptions about attitudinal differences of the test takers. It is 
found out that almost all of the instructors strongly agreed (72) or agreed (41) that students’ anxiety levels affect 
their performance respectively. Therefore, almost all teachers believe that students’ anxiety level affects their 
performance. When students’ bad speaking performance was taken into consideration, there is a considerable 
amount of instructors (61 agree, 27 strongly agree) who believed that bad speaking experiences affect students 
negatively. Moreover, most instructors agreed or strongly agreed (50,8% and 22,5% respectively) that motivated 
students get higher grades in speaking tests. It is found out that 35% of the instructors agreed that students who are 
not interested in English get lower grades but 34,2% of them preferred to be neutral for this statement. When 
students’ eagerness to speak in English was questioned, most instructors (49,2% agree and 27,5% strongly agree) 
agreed that eagerness to speak in English makes students get higher grades in speaking tests. It was obviously 
accepted by most of the instructors (66 agree and 37 strongly agree respectively) that if students have a fear of 
speaking, they do not show their real performance during the test. There was no consensus among the participants 
and 34 of the instructors disagreed that waiting more than an hour before the speaking test affects students’ oral 
performance negatively. On the other hand, there are 40 instructors who agreed that it affects their performance. 
There is considerable number who preferred to stay neutral for this statement. 
3.1.2. Personal Differences 
Items in this part aimed to find out participants’ perceptions about the effects of personal differences on test 
takers’ successes, and the following results were obtained:  
First of all, when instructors were asked if self-confidence was a very important characteristic for a student to be 
successful in speaking tests, almost all of the respondents replied it as agree (50) or strongly agree (58). Moreover, 
more than half of the instructors believed that students who are good at social skills are more successful (43,3% 
agree and 22,5% strongly agree).  When the students’ health on the speaking day was taken into consideration, more 
than half of the teachers (64 agree and 21 strongly agree) believe that the health of students on the speaking test day 
can affect their performance. Furthermore, it was found that, nearly half of the instructors (54) agreed that talkative 
students are more successful but there is a considerable number of instructors who preferred to stay neutral (27) or 
disagreed (26) with this statement.  
3.1.3. Test Givers 
While the test giver is a crucial component of speaking tests, there are items devoted to the test givers’ attitudes 
towards the test and the results are as follows:  
When facial expressions and gestures of test givers were taken into consideration, most of the instructors believe 
that (52,5% agree and 25% strongly agree) both interlocutor’s and assessor’s facial expressions and gestures have an 
effect on students’ performance. On the other hand, although 41,7 % of the instructors disagree that the teachers 
sympathize with the weak one if there is a dominant peer in front of a weak one, 40,8 % of teachers preferred to stay 
neutral while answering this statement. Moreover, participants had different opinions about how test givers’ 
attitudes affect the success of the students and for the statement “Student’s success is affected with the attitudes of 
the test givers”, only 39,2 % of teachers agreed and 25,8 % were neutral. Most of the instructors believed that (55.8 
% agree and 31,7 % strongly agree) the interlocutor’s body language is very important for students during speaking 
tests. When personal problems of test givers were questioned, there was no consensus and their responds varied, 
15% strongly disagree, 25% disagree, 29,2% neutral and 24,2% agree. And also, for the item of tiredness of the test 
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givers towards the end of the day, there was no consensus on whether it affects students’ performances in speaking 
tests. (10% strongly disagree, 20,8% disagree, 25,8% neutral, 30,8% agree and 11,7% strongly agree). 
3.1.4. Task Types 
Different types of tasks are another important component of the speaking tests which affect students’ success, so 
there are several items aimed to find out instructors’ perceptions on that topic, and the results are as follows: 
First of all, there was no consensus for the statement that students cannot be successful if they do not know the 
requirement of the task. 36,7% of them agreed with this statement. On the other hand 25,8% of them disagreed with 
the statement and 21.7% of them preferred to stay neutral. When how well students understand the task affect their 
performance is taken into consideration, More than half of the instructors (45% agree and 23,3% strongly agree) 
agree that in order to be successful the students should understand the task. Moreover, most of the instructors 
agreed, (56,7% agree and 28,3% strongly agree) that students cannot respond because they do not have general 
knowledge on the topic. When the pictures used in the test were questioned, although 37,5% of instructors agreed 
that the choice of pictures may mislead students, there is a considerable number of instructors (30,8%) who prefer to 
stay neutral for this statement. Moreover, most of the instructors (63 agree and 25 strongly agree) agree that 
selection of words in the tasks can affect the students to understand the task clearly. Lastly, more than half of the 
instructors believe that unbalanced difficulty in questions (tasks) affects the students’ performances in speaking tests 
negatively. 
3.1.5. Peer Differences 
As the speaking tests were done in pairs, there were items devoted to find out perceptions of instructors about the 
differences of peers. 
Firstly, half of the instructors (40,8% agree and 14,2% strongly agree) believed that if one of the peers is foreign, 
other(s) get(s) affected negatively. Moreover, 44 instructors disagreed that weak students can be misevaluated by the 
teachers if the other peer is strong. On the other hand, 36 instructors responded to this statement as neutral. When 
evaluation of test givers regarding the personal differences between the peers were questioned 41,7% of instructors 
disagreed that personal differences between the peers affect the test givers’ evaluation. But there is a considerable 
number of instructors (36) who preferred to respond this statement as neutral. On the other hand, There is no 
consensus when talkative peer was questioned. However, nearly half of the instructors (43,3% agree and 5,8% 
strongly agree) believed that talkative peers affect the others negatively. There is a considerable number of 
instructors who were neutral or disagreed with the statement, 27,5% and 22,5% respectively. 
4. Discussion 
When the results are considered, it is necessary to deal with the factors included in the questionnaire. These are 
attitudinal factors, peer differences, personal differences, tasks, and test givers.  
4.1.1. Attitudinal Factors 
In the questionnaire there are seven items for finding out if students’ attitudes affect their oral performance. 
According to the results mentioned above;  
It can be clearly seen that almost all of the teachers perceive anxiety as one of the most important factors which 
affects students’ oral performance. Moreover, for the teachers, fear is the second reason which affects their oral 
performance negatively. Furthermore, teachers believe that if students are eager to speak, they are more successful. 
What is more, it is believed that motivated students are more successful. Also, students who had bad speaking 
experiences are affected negatively. 
In the light of the results mentioned above, it is possible to say that it is necessary to have learner training hours 
with students and help them overcome their anxieties and fears in order to be more successful. If they have any kind 
of bad experiences, it is necessary to find a way to reach the students, have them talk about such experiences and 
show them that they can overcome it. 
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4.1.2. Peers Differences 
In the questionnaire there are four items for finding out how differences among peers affect their oral 
performance or the evaluation of teachers. This section is important for the researchers because normally these items 
reflect the beliefs of students which they share with their class teachers during lessons.
Students can claim that strong students can affect the evaluation of weak ones. This belief was rejected by most 
the teachers. Students also believe that personal differences affect teachers’ evaluation. However, the results of the 
questionnaire show us that teachers do not believe that differences in peers affect their evaluation. On the other 
hand, students claim that they are affected negatively when the other student in the exam room is foreign. The 
results from the questionnaire show us that half of the teachers also think that students are affected negatively. Also, 
like students, half of the teachers believe that talkative students affect their peers negatively. 
4.1.3. Personal Differences 
In the questionnaire there are five items for finding out if students’ personal differences affect their performance.  
There is a considerable number of respondents who believe that self-confidence of students affect their oral 
performances. Instructors believe that students’ health during the test day can affect their performance. Students 
who are good at social skills are perceived more successful than the others. Being talkative can be a factor which 
brings success to the students.  
4.1.4. Task Types 
In the questionnaire there are six items for finding out if task types given in the test affect students’ overall 
success in speaking tests. 
For teachers, the main problem which affects students’ success is not having enough general knowledge about the 
topic which are asked during the speaking tests. Moreover, they believe that if students cannot understand what they 
need to do clearly, they can be affected negatively. Another issue which rose from the questionnaire was, if students 
do not understand the task well, they cannot perform well even though they have a good command of the language. 
Sometimes there is unbalanced difficulty among the tasks; the respondents believe that this issue can affect the 
students negatively. Lastly, instructors believe that students should know what the task requires in order to e 
successful. The item which aimed to find out whether the selected pictures can mislead the students has been found 
as the least important factor among the others. 
4.1.5. Attitudinal Factors 
In the questionnaire the last area was about the attitudes of the test givers and there are six items on this topic. 
There is a considerable number of respondents who believe that interlocutor’s body language is very important for 
students during the speaking tests. Furthermore, interlocutor’s and assessor’s facial expressions and gestures are 
perceived as factors which can affect students’ performances. In general, respondents believe that students’ success 
can be affected with the attitudes of the test givers. Some students normally claim that when they take the test at the 
end of the day, their performances are misevaluated by the test givers because students think test givers are tired. 
When we check the instructors’ (test givers) responses, it can be seen that there is a considerable number who 
believe that students can be affected negatively. Teachers do not believe that they sympathize with the weak test 
taker if the other one is dominant. 
5. Implications 
For peer differences, it can be suggested that there should be learner training sessions for students to realize that 
it is not a problem to have a foreign or talkative partner. Students should understand that the most important factor is 
themselves and their own performance. They are not evaluated with the performance of their partners. 
When students are taken into account, learner training programs which enhance students’ self-confidence and 
assist them to improve their social skills can be helpful for students to be successful in their oral performances. 
The results for the task types show us that it is necessary for all students, no matter how well they are, to get 
necessary information about the format of the test in order to be successful. Moreover, students’ world knowledge 
and vocabulary should be taken into account while preparing the tasks and the pictures. 
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In the light of above results, we can say that it is necessary for test givers (interlocutors and assessors) to have a 
“Do’s and Don’t’s” list, not only for the tasks but also how to act during the test. 
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